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Electronic Communication 

This invention relates to electronic communication and, in particular, to handling 
electronic communication, for example, E-mail. 

Electronic communication is becoming increasingly popular and widespread, 
with many people being connected to the internet and having access to, for example, E- 
mail via personal computers in their homes or places of work. 

E-mail is a form of electronic message communication which is transmitted and 
received via telephone lines. The computer is provided with a modem which enables 
the user to be connected to a local server, through which other E-mail users can be 
accessed. A message is typed into the personal computer and is then transmitted via the 
telephone connection to the intended recipient's computer. The intended recipient is 
recognised by the server by means of the recipients E-mail address". 

When the message has been transmitted, it is stored in the recipient's server 
until it is accessed by the recipient, at which time an indication that a new message has 
been sent may be displayed. The recipient can then retrieve and display the message. 

However, there are a number of disadvantages associated with this type of 
communication. Firstly, in order to ascertain whether or not a new message has been 
sent, the user must switch on his personal computer. Thus, it is necessary for the 
computer to be switched on and checked at regular intervals otherwise urgent messages 
may not be received for some time. Each time, the computer has to be switched on and 
the correct file must be opened before messages can be retrieved, and this can take a 
considerable amount of time in some cases. 

Another disadvantage of this form of communication is that, at present, in order 
to have access to E-mail, it is necessary to have access to a personal computer. The cost 
of a personal computer may far outweigh the benefits of E-mail if that is the only 
purpose for which it is required. 
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The present invention is intended » overcome the problems outlined above, and 
p^ice . versa* and M*. arrangement which is m, » use and will make 
eiecttonie communication much more accessible to many more p»pl. 

,„ accordance wim a first aspec. of ft. present invention, mere is pmvtded 
a ^ fc ,«se^.^evssio n »«=ei«.e.mm»^o.om K d-n.^.on 

sigM l and display at leas, a potion of the communication on a te.evis.on screen, the 
apparatus comprising display means for displaying « I— a *>™°» «* -* 
eono » mi c^~.^«v«on^^»c«iv«r'»«»«* re « i " ta « ,he 
co^unication from a, teas, one medium which canies a Klevision inpu. stgnal. 
wherein me only Klevisto. inpu. signals are a Revision sig^l and > power sup,* 

I„ accordance whh a seeond aspect of me present invention, there is pmvtded 
appara» J sfor,ece i v i ng,commun i ^onod OT d»na^e™ i o»signa lffl ddUpUyi»g« 

,L a ponton of smd communic-ion on a «e.evision screen, me apparent compnsmg 

_ for raving a contention and display m«ns for displaytng a, leas, 
apomonofsaidccmmumcarion.n.^.evisionsaeen.whe^in^mceivi.gmeens 

can receive bom me communication and me television sign- simuimneous.,. 

,, is preferable, if me display means comprises means for dismaying a. M • 
^ of said comnumication on a mlevision screen simutianoous.y witi. a ...evismn 

Thentforein aceordu.ee whh a dAd aspec. of the presem invent, *~ - 
„M appamn* for receiving a communicntioo od.er man a .devision sign* and 

contprisingreoeivermeansfor^ivingaccmmunication^displayn^for 
displaying a. least a potion of said communication on a Revision scree. 

simuhaueously wim a television signal 

The communication may comprise . location code so as . tdenufy me 
recipient Therefore, «. ap^n* of me above aspects of m. invention 
praferabty comprise id«n.ifioation means for ..ding said 
e^inLgwbeti^saidcommunicationistobedUp,.^. Theidenofic^ 

i, may be , cod. entered by .he redpien. themselves e g. an E-mat. addr*s 



BNSOOCID: <GB_Z33H2SA_I_> 



3 

In accordance with a fourth aspect of the present invention, there is provided 
apparatus for receiving information and displaying at least a portion of said information 
on a television screen, said apparatus comprising receiver means for receiving a 
television signal, means for receiving a datastream other than a television broadcast, 
said datastream including said information, and display means for displaying said at 
least a portion of said information on a television screen. 

In accordance with a fifth aspect of the present invention, there is provided 
apparatus for receiving information and displaying said information on a television 
screen, the apparatus comprising receiver means for receiving a datastream including 
said information, memory means for storing said information, conversion means for 
converting said datastream to a data format capable of being displayed on a television 
screen, and display means for displaying sad information on a television screen. 

In accordance with all aspects of the present invention, the datastream or the 
communication is preferably E-mail. 

The datastream or electronic communication is preferably broadcast from a 
location remote from said apparatus. Preferably, the broadcast is via a broadcast 
network such as radio, satellite network, cellular network, cable network, pager 
network, analogue or digital TV network, or the datastream or electronic 
communication may be supplied via the electricity supply distribution network. 

With reference to all aspects of the present invention, the datastream or 
electronic communication may be transmitted in the same format as an analog or digital 
television signal Alternatively, the receiver means may include means for receiving a 
datastream or electronic communication in the form of a signal which is transmitted via 
cable or satellite. Thus, the datastream or electronic communication may be an analog 
or digital signal. 

The display means may display the information or communication substantially 
immediately it is received. Alternatively, the apparatus may comprise control means 
for displaying or deleting said information or communication, as required by the user. 
It is preferable if the present invention comprises switching means for switching off 
said display means while keeping the receiving means switched on. Therefore, if 
required, communications can be received which do not impinge on television viewing. 
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The display means may be arranged to display only a portion of the information 
or communication on the television screen, that portion including an identification of 
the intended recipient of the information or communication, and/or the sender of the 
information or communication and/or a reference indicating the subject of the 
information or communication. The apparatus may comprise user selection means for 
enabling the user to select the manner in which the information or communication is 
displayed. 

The apparatus may also comprise means for storing user identification 
information, and preferably includes matching means for receiving user identification 
information and matching received user identification information with the stored 
identification information to identify the intended recipient of the information or 
communication and to identify its sender. 

Another aspect of the present invention provides a television including apparatus 
as described above 

The television may comprise an input to which the apparatus is connected and 
may also comprise an output connected to a communication line for transmitting a 
datastream or electronic communication. 

The apparatus preferably comprises means for creating information or a 
message and means for transmitting said information or message to said communication 
line. 

With reference to all aspects of the present invention, the apparatus may 
comprise means for connecting to the internet. For example, the apparatus may 
comprise an input port and/or an output port connected to the internet. Also, there are 
plans to provide internet to all homes via the electricity supply. Thus, particularly in 
this case, the apparatus may comprise means for checking the internet periodically for 
information or communications intended for the user. The apparatus may also comprise 
means for periodically checking a mail server which is independent from the internet. 
In both cases, the display means being arranged to display said information or 
communications or a portion of said communication or information, or to display an 
indication to the user that information or a communication is being stored. 
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In all cases the information or communication is preferably displayed on the 
television screen as text. 

Embodiments of the present invention will now be described by way of example 
only, and with reference to the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Figure 1 is a schematic block diagram of a system including a first embodiment 
of the present invention; 

Figure 2 is a schematic block diagram showing a mode of operation of an 
embodiment of the apparatus of the present invention; 

Figure 3 is a schematic front view of a television screen showing an example of 
the manner in which messages received by the apparatus of the present invention may 
be displayed; 

Figure 4 is a block diagram showing the structure of data stored in an 
embodiment of apparatus of the present invention; and 

Figure 5 is a schematic block diagram of a system including a second 
embodiment of the present invention. 

The present invention aims to provide a system which enables a user to handle 
E-mail or the like using a standard television set, with benefits including the use of E- 
mail without the need for a personal computer, and also unique and effective target 
marketing opportunities. 

Referring to Figure 1 of the drawings, apparatus according to an embodiment of 
the present invention comprises an E-mail Handling Unit (EHU) 10, which is a 
hardware unit containing software and firmware which interfaces with a user's 
television and television aerial. The EHU may include one or more of the following 
features: 

memory means for storing fixed user identification codes and group 
identification codes; 

means for selecting for display only stored messages which cany a particular 
user identification code; 

decryption means for decrypting only selected stored messages; 
a text editor, for use when a message is required to be sent out, 
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modem for providing an interface between the apparatus and the communication 

line; 

modulaor, e g TV, UHF output or scan; 
memory means for storing messages; 

a functions controller for enabling the user to create, read delete, send, etc. 
messages; 

functions of the EHU are flash upgradable to enable EHU software 
modifications to be received by broadcast. 

message filter, to filter out messages having particular attributes; 

means for selecting a mode whereby messages are only displayed on demand or 
a mode whereby messages are displayed substantially as they are received; 

header mode; in cases of restricted broadcast bandwidth, only the E-mail header 
and/or subject line may be received by the EHU. The full message may then be 

accessed by other means; 

convener, mans - to convert if require le« to audio speech and vice versa, , 

speech to control factions or convert input from a braille keypad. 

The EHU enables a user to handle E-mail messages, although in otse of Use 
simples, embodimems of me present motion in which E-mail messages can only be 
reived, the app-atus may be arranged such that no user indention is requtred » 
receive E-mail The messages may simps, be disptayed on th. television scte» whde .. 
is on (perhaps for . predetemtined period of dm.) before bmng automatic^ deleted 

The .potation of a more complicmed embodiment of the apparatus in vanous 

modes will now be described. 

In use when the EHU 10 is operated, a 'notkeboaid* is displayed on the 
revision screen 12. The television may be any ssandaro dmnesuc television, whahe, 
digital or analog In a preferred embodiment, when the EHU is operated (or,^ 
anemaivdy. when *. tension is swHched on,, the •noriceb M ro' will «ns«t of*, 
^messages 14(aswm! K me«nd«.»d.op« M l.,,*e»«en^reoipie»of^ 
measles), »d . control informarion menu 16 (tee figure 3) Referring » F-gure 3 of 
„* drawings, in *e preaeu, embodimem, *« "ra«»ges" displayed n», simp.y 
comprise , reference indicting the subject tnartec of me whole message, the sender 
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identification, the date of sending a "new mair indicator showing whether or not a 
message has been read but not yet deleted. 

The 'noticeboard' may be a full screen which appears as soon as E-mail has 
been received by the EHU, or it may initially simply comprise a small marker which is 
laid over the television picture so as to indicate that there is E-mail waiting to be read 
by the user. The user can then call the full screen 'noticeboard 1 up at any convenient 
time- 
Options provided by the "noticeboard" or menu may be selected using keys on a 
standard or specially adapted infra-red remote control, or even keys provided on the 
television set itself. Alternatively, a standard computer keyboard could be plugged in to 
the apparatus. 
Receiving a message 

Referring back to Figure 1 of the drawings messages for a user may originate 
anywhere on the E-mail network or internet When a message is received by the server 
1 8 being used by the user's system, it is passed to an encoding unit 20 where the 
message is encrypted together with one or more destination user identification codes 
which essentially indicate who the message is intended for. This may be a single 
person or a group of people or organisations being targeted for advertising purposes. 
The message is then broadcast over a network once, or more times to make the system 
more resilient. 

The message is received by the user's EHU 10 via the television aerial (if the 
message data is in the form of a television signal), or other type of aerial or cable 
suitable for use with particular broadcast network being used. The EHU decrypts 
messages intended for the user alone. The message may be intended for a particular 
group of people (perhaps as part of a target market advertising campaign). In this case, 
the encoding unit will also encrypt the message with a u Group ID", e.g **TV 
Advertising" The user can be given the choice as to whether or not he wishes to 
receive messages carrying this Group ID (see Figure 4), although some Group ID's may 
be able to override such a command if necessary. 

Messages which are received by a user's EHU, but which are not intended for 
that user (i.e. the messages which do not cany the users E-mail address(es) and/or a 
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user ID which matches the internal user ID held in the EHU) are rejected, although it is 
envisaged that some Group ID's may be able to override the user ID matching process 
such that all users within a particular group will receive some types of broadcasts (see 
Figure 2). 

In a very simple embodiment of the present invention, once a message has been 
received, it is modulated by the modulator in the EHU 1 0, and the apparatus may be 
arranged to substantially immediately display the message on the television screen, 
perhaps for a predetermined period of time, and then delete it. However, in a preferred 
embodiment, a small marker is laid over the television screen to indicate that a message 
is waiting to be read by the user. The user can then call up on the television screen the 

noticeboard' or menu shown in Figure 3 and read the message in his own time. In this 

case, the user can use the EHU to delete messages as necessary. 

Sending a message 

The user can create a message by calling up on the television screen the 
'noticeboard' or menu shown in Figure 3 of the drawings and selecting the "create new 
message" option. The EHU 10 includes a text editor for this purpose. When the 
message has been created, the user instructs the apparatus to send the message to a 
particular destination or destinations In response to this, the EHU 10 dials the E-mail 
post office and is connected thereto via the telephone line 22 and/or other network, e.g. 
ISDN Telephone line 22 is connected to the EHU either directly or via the television. 
Any conventional telephone network can be used or other means of connection e.g. 
messaging over the domestic electricity supply. 

If the message is destined for a user operating a EHU then the message and the 
destination ID is again encrypted by the encoding unit, before being broadcast over a 
network one or more times (see Figure 1). 

The memory in the EHU 10 which stores received messages may include means 
for warning the user when the memory is almost full. The user can then delete some or 
all of the stored messages accordingly. Alternatively, or additionally, the memory may 
include a function whereby the oldest messages are deleted automatically, either in 
response to a warning that the memory is almost full or when the messages have been 
stored for a predetermined period of time. 
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If the broadcast bandwidth of the system is low, the apparatus may be arranged 
to display on the television screen only header and subject information relating to 
incoming messages. The user can then retrieve the whole message from his E-mail 
post-box, which is an area on the post office server which is reserved for a particular 
subscriber. 

As shown in Figure 1, the internet may also be accessible via a standard 
television set using the apparatus of the present invention. This is achieved by 
providing a gateway 24 from the post office server to the internet, as shown. 
Alternatively, it is envisaged that the apparatus of the present invention could be 
connected directly to the internet. A particular example of this is shown in Figure 5. It 
is soon envisaged that the internet could be soon supplied to a vast majority of the 
population via the electricity supply. 

In Figure 5, the EHU (10) is connected on one side to the television (12) and on 
the other to the E-mail post office via the domestic electricity supplies message 
network. 

Therefore, E-mail can be both received and transmitted using the same 
television connection. 

Inputting commands to and receiving information from the internet will be 
performed in a similar manner to the manner of sending and receiving messages 
described above. Of course, the menu displayed on the television screen will have to 
include more commands and options, and the memory in the EHU 10 may have to have 
a greater capacity to deal with the volume of information which may be involved. 
However, the principle is the same. The EHU may be provided with means for 
periodically checking the internet for messages carrying the user's personal or group 
ID. 

The apparatus of the present invention may comprise a separate unit which can 
be connected to a television, or the apparatus may be incorporated within a television 
set during manufacture. 

In the light of this disclosure, modifications of the described embodiment, as 
well as other embodiments, all within the scope of the present invention as defined by 
the appended claims, will now become apparent to persons skilled in the art. 
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CLAIMS: 

1 Apparatus for use with a television to receive a communication other than a 
television signal and display at least a portion of the communication on a television 
screen, the apparatus comprising display means for displaying at least a portion of said 
communication on a television screen and receiver means for receiving the 
communication from at least one medium which carries a television input signal, 
wherein the only television input signals are a television signal and a power supply. 

2. Apparatus for receiving a communication other than a television signal and 
displaying at least a portion of said communication on a television screen, the apparatus 
comprising receiver means for receiving a communication and display means for 
displaying at least a portion of said communication on a television screen, wherein the 
receiving means is capable of receiving both the communication and the television 
signal simultaneously. 

3 Apparatus as claimed in either of claims 1 or 2, wherein the display means 
comprises means for displaying at least a portion of said communication on a television 
screen simultaneously with a television signal. 

4. Apparatus for receiving a communication other than a television signal and 
displaying at least a portion of said communication on a television screen, the apparatus 
comprising receiver means for receiving a communication and display means for 
displaying at least a portion of said communication on a television screen 
simultaneously with said television signal. 

5 Apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 4, wherein the receiving means 
comprises means to simultaneously receive both the communication and the television 
signal. 
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6. Apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 5, wherein the communication 
comprises an identification code, the apparatus further comprising identification means 
for reading said identification code and determining whether said communication is to 
be displayed. 

7. Apparatus for receiving information and displaying at least a portion of said 
information on a television screen, said apparatus comprising receiver means for 
receiving a television signal, means for receiving a datastream other than a television 
broadcast, said datastream including said information, and display means for displaying 
said at least a portion of said information on a television screen. 

8. Apparatus for receiving information and displaying said information on a 
television screen, the apparatus comprising receiver means for receiving a datastream 
including said information, memory means for storing said information, conversion 
means for converting said datastream to a data format capable of being displayed on a 
television screen, and display means for displaying said information on a television 
screen. 

9. Apparatus as claimed in either of claims 7 or 8, wherein the datastream is an 
electronic communication. 

10. Apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 6 or claim 9, wherein the 
communication comprises E-mail. 

1 1 . Apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 6 or claims 9 or 10, further 
comprising memory means for storing said received information. 

12 Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein said receiver means 
includes means for receiving a datastream or communication in the form of a signal 
which is broadcast from a location remote from said apparatus. 



BNSDOCIt* <GB 2331423A_L> 



12 

13 Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim, including means for receiving a 
datastream or communication in the form of a signal which is transmitted via cable or 
satellite. 

14. Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim wherein said datastream or said 
communication is an analog signal. 

15. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 13, wherein said datastream or 
said communication is a digital signal. 

16 Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein said display means 
displays said information or communication substantially immediately it is received. 

17 Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 15, comprising control means for 
displaying or deleting said information or communication, as required by the user. 

18. Apparatus as claimed in either of claims 16 or 1 7, wherein said display means 
displays only a portion of said information or communication on said television screen, 
said portion including an identification of the intended recipient of the information or 
communication, and/or the sender of said information or communication and/or a 
reference indicating the subject of said information or communication. 

1 9. Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein said apparatus is provided 
with switching means for switching off said display means while said receiving means 
are kept switched on. 

20. Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim , comprising user selection means 
for enabling the user to select the manner in which the information or communication is 
displayed. 
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21 Apparatus as claimed in any preceding claim, further comprising means for 
storing user identification information. 

22. Apparatus as claimed in claim 19, including matching means for receiving user 
identification information and matching received user identification information with 
said stored identification information to identify the intended recipient of said 
information or communication and to identify its sender. 

23 A television including apparatus according to any preceding claim. 

24. A television as claimed in claim 23, comprising an input to which said apparatus 
is connected. 

25. A television as claimed in claim 23 or claim 24, further comprising an output 
connected to a communication line for transmitting a datastream or electronic 
communication. 

26. A television as claimed in claim 25, wherein said apparatus comprises means for 
creating information or a message and means for transmitting said information or 
message to said communication line. 

27. Apparatus as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 22, comprising means for 
connecting to the internet. 



28. Apparatus as claimed in claim 27 comprising means for checking the internet 
periodically for information or communications intended for the user, said display 
means being arranged to display said information or communications or a portion of 
said communication or information, or to display an indication to the user that 
information or a communication is being stored. 

29. A television including apparatus according to any one of claims 27 to 28. 
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30. A television according to any preceding claim, wherein said information or 
communication is displayed on the television screen as text. 

3 1 Apparatus substantially as herein described with reference to the accompanying 
drawings 

32. A television including apparatus substantially as herein described with reference 
to the accompanying drawings 



V 
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